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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method and system in accordance With the present inven 
tion alloWs the help information to be shared independent of 
its invocation method, so that the information can be dis 
played in both integrated user assistance mechanisms and 
traditional online help Windows. The method includes 
receiving an invocation of one of a plurality of user assis 
tance mechanisms; and collecting help information from an 
information source, the information source comprising a 
structure indicating What portion of the information source 
is to be displayed based upon the invoked user assistance 
mechanism. With a method and system in accordance With 
the present invention, help authors place a metastructure or 
secondary structure in the information source. This second 
ary structure indicates Which parts of the information source 
should be displayed by that particular integrated user assis 
tance mechanism. A method and system in accordance With 
the present invention reads the information source and 
secondary structure and then takes the information de?ned 
by the secondary structure and passes it to the integrated user 
assistance mechanism to be displayed. For example, the 
same text information can be retrieved from one source and 

displayed in the folloWing three places—a traditional online 
help Window, inline text in a softWare dialog, inside a pop-up 
Window over a control. With the method and system in 
accordance With the present invention, the author only has to 
maintain one source, so that both the integrated user assis 
tance mechanism and the traditional online help Will contain 
the accurate information. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR DELIVERING 
INTEGRATED USER ASSISTANCE 

INFORMATION AND TRADITIONAL HELP 
FROM THE SAME SOURCE 

This application claims the bene?t of provisional appli 
cation Ser. No. 60/131,107 ?led Apr. 26, 1999. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a computer system and 
method for delivering integrated user assistance information 
and traditional help from the same source in such a system. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

A method and system in accordance With the present 
invention is a method that alloWs the same information 
source to be shared and used for both integrated user 
assistance and traditional online help, regardless of its 
invocation method. 

The term “user assistance” is used to describe mecha 
nisms that help users use a product more ef?ciently. Things 
that fall into this category are books (hardcopy and online), 
WiZards, online help, screen prompts, labels for graphical 
user interface (GUI) controls, and messages. The term 
“integrated user assistance” is used to describe the mecha 
nisms that deliver assistance to users Within softWare prod 
uct dialogs themselves. In a softWare application, these are 
eXamples of integrated user assistance: WiZards, inline teXt 
(single and multi-line teXt Within the product dialogs), hover 
help (teXt boXes that appear relative to GUI controls), and 
pop-up WindoWs (text boXes that appear over ?elds and 
controls in response to user action). Lastly, the term, “tra 
ditional online help” in a softWare application is used to 
describe that information that is usually displayed in a 
WindoW separate from the softWare application dialogs and 
is typically invoked When the user clicks a Help button. 
A method and system in accordance With the present 

invention alloWs the same teXtual information or a subset of 
the information to be displayed by both integrated user 
assistance mechanisms (for eXample, in a pop-up WindoW or 
as inline teXt) and the traditional online help WindoW. 
Conventionally help authors have to store the eXact same 
information in tWo separate physical sources. One source 
?le Would contain the information to be loaded When the 
integrated user assistance mechanism is invoked and the 
other source ?le Would contain the same information to be 
loaded When the traditional online help WindoW is invoked 
(typically by pressing a Help button). The problem is that the 
author has to continuously ensure that the information in 
both physical places is the same at all times and keep the 
sources in sync. If the help author fails to update both 
physical places With updated information, the user Will see 
different information that purportedly describes the same 
thing, depending on Whether he invokes the integrated user 
assistance mechanism or the traditional online help. In this 
situation, the user Would not be able to tell Which one held 
the accurate information. The duplication also increases 
storage requirements. 

Accordingly, What is needed is a system and method for 
alloWing a user to minimiZe the need to store the same 
information in multiple sources. The system and method 
should be easy to implement and cost effective. The present 
invention addresses such a need. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A method and system in accordance With the present 
invention alloWs the help information to be shared indepen 
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2 
dent of its invocation method, so that the information can be 
displayed in both integrated user assistance mechanisms and 
traditional online help WindoWs. The method includes 
receiving an invocation of one of a plurality of user assis 
tance mechanisms; and collecting help information from an 
information source, the information source comprising a 
structure indicating What portion of the information source 
is to be displayed based upon the invoked user assistance 
mechanism. With a method and system in accordance With 
the present invention, help authors place a metastructure or 
secondary structure in the information source. This second 
ary structure indicates Which parts of the information source 
should be displayed by that particular integrated user assis 
tance mechanism. A method and system in accordance With 
the present invention reads the information source and 
secondary structure and then takes the information de?ned 
by the secondary structure and passes it to the integrated user 
assistance mechanism to be displayed. For eXample, the 
same teXt information can be retrieved from one source and 

displayed in the folloWing three places—a traditional online 
help WindoW, inline teXt in a softWare dialog, inside a pop-up 
WindoW over a control. With the method and system in 
accordance With the present invention, the author only has to 
maintain one source, so that both the integrated user assis 
tance mechanism and the traditional online help Will contain 
the accurate information. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a How chart illustrating a preferred embodiment 
of a method that alloWs the same information source to be 
shared independently of its invocation method in accordance 
With the present invention. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a ?rst dialog boX in accordance With the 
present invention. 

FIG. 3 illustrates a second dialog boX in accordance With 
the present invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a help online WindoW in accordance With 
the present invention. 

FIG. 5 shoWs the source ?les for the information shoWn 
in FIG. 4. 

FIG. 6 is a How chart illustrating in more detail the 
preferred embodiment of a method for that alloWs the same 
information source to be shared independently of its invo 
cation method in accordance With the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The present invention relates to a method that alloWs the 
same information source to be shared and used for both 
integrated user assistance and traditional online help, regard 
less of its invocation method. The folloWing description is 
presented to enable one of ordinary skill in the art to make 
and use the invention and is provided in the context of a 
patent application and its requirements. Various modi?ca 
tions to the preferred embodiment and the generic principles 
and features described herein Will be readily apparent to 
those skilled in the art. Thus, the present invention is not 
intended to be limited to the embodiment shoWn but is to be 
accorded the Widest scope consistent With the principles and 
features described herein. 
The term “user assistance” is used to describe mecha 

nisms that help users use a product more ef?ciently. Things 
that fall into this category are books (hardcopy and online), 
WiZards, online help, screen prompts and messages. Also for 
this discussion, the term “integrated user assistance” is used 
to describe the mechanisms that deliver assistance to users 
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Within software product dialogs themselves. In a software 
application, these are examples of integrated user assistance: 
WiZards, inline text (multilinetext Within the product 
dialogs), hover help (text boxes that appear over graphic 
icon buttons), and pop-up WindoWs (text boxes that appear 
over ?elds and controls in response to user action). Lastly, 
for this discussion, “traditional online help” in a softWare 
application is used to describe that information that is 
usually displayed in a WindoW separate from the softWare 
application dialogs and is typically invoked When the user 
clicks a Help button. 
A method and system in accordance With the present 

invention alloWs the same textual information or a subset of 
the information to be displayed by both integrated user 
assistance mechanisms (for example, in a pop-up WindoW or 
as inline text) and the traditional online help WindoW. 

FIG. 1 is a How chart illustrating a preferred embodiment 
of a method for that alloWs the same information source to 
be shared independently of its invocation method in accor 
dance With the present invention. First, the invention 
receives an invocation of one of a plurality of user assistance 
mechanisms, via step 102. User assistance mechanisms 
include, but are not limited to, integrated user assistance 
mechanisms and traditional online help WindoWs. Next, help 
information is collected from the information source, via 
step 104. The information source can include, but is not 
limited to, ?les, entries in a database, and entities compiled 
or compressed from an original source. The information 
source contains a structure Which indicates What portion of 
the information source is to be displayed based upon the 
invoked user assistance mechanism. Then, the collected help 
information is displayed, via step 106. 
A method and system in accordance With the present 

invention alloWs the help information to be shared indepen 
dent of its invocation method, so that the information can be 
displayed in both integrated user assistance mechanisms and 
traditional online help WindoWs. With a method and system 
in accordance With the present invention, help authors place 
a metastructure or secondary structure in the information 
source. This secondary structure indicates Which parts of the 
information source should be displayed by that particular 
integrated user assistance mechanism. Amethod and system 
in accordance With the present invention reads the informa 
tion source and secondary structure and then takes the 
information de?ned by the secondary structure and passes it 
to the integrated user assistance mechanism to be displayed. 
For example, the same text information can be retrieved 
from one source and displayed in the folloWing three 
places—a traditional online help WindoW, inline text in a 
softWare dialog, inside a pop-up WindoW over a control. 

Here is an example of hoW a method and system in 
accordance With the present invention Works. In this 
example, the description of the neW database name ?eld 202 
inside the application dialog 204 illustrated in FIG. 2 is 
displayed in both a pop-up WindoW and in a traditional help 
WindoW, While the text of the description itself is contained 
in a single HTML ?le. 
When the focus is in the neW database name ?eld 202 and 

the user presses the F1 key tWo (not shoWn), a pop-up 
WindoW 302 appears that displays information about What 
the user can enter for a name in this ?eld, as shoWn in FIG. 
3. 
When the user presses the Help button 206 (FIG. 2), the 

traditional online help WindoW 402 displays the information 
about all controls on this dialog page 204, including the 
information about the neW database name ?eld 202, as 
shoWn in FIG. 4. 
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4 
Thus, the pop-up WindoW 302 for the neW database name 

?eld 202 displays a chunk of the information (from “Data 
base names are . . . ” to (underscore)”) from the source While 

the online help WindoW 402 shoWs all the information from 
the source (more information about the neW database name 
?eld 202 as Well as information about other controls in the 
WindoW 204, e.g., default drive or directory control). 

The invention achieves this result or behavior by looking 
at the information source and the secondary structure that 
has been marked Within the source. The marking can be done 
by an author or it can be automated. For this case, the 
secondary structure is made up of tWo markers: a marker that 
indicates the start of the information for each chunk and a 
marker that indicates the end of the information for each 
chunk. In the preferred embodiment, target-less anchors are 
used as markers. FIG. 5 shoWs the source ?le for the 
information in FIG. 4. 

In FIG. 5, the marker indicating the beginning of the 
information to be displayed in the pop-up for the neW 
database name ?eld is: 

<A NAME=“SPTCRDBiNAMEiCTL”></A> 
The marker indicating the end of the information to be 

displayed in the pop-up is: 

<A NAME=“SPTCRDBiNAMEiMORE”></A> 
The marker indicating the beginning of the information to 

be displayed in the pop-up for the next control, the default 
drive or directory control is: 

<A NAME=“SPTCRDBiDRIVE CTL”></A> 
So, When ?eld-level pop-up help is invoked for a particu 

lar control, the invention obtains from a mapping ?le the 
name of the information source Which contains the help 
information for the current dialog 204 and the name of the 
associated marker for the particular control. This invention 
looks through the information source for a start marker With 
a name associated With the control (here, “xxxxxCTL”) and 
an end marker With a name folloWing a speci?ed format 

(here, “xxxxxiMORE”), takes the text that lies in the 
source betWeen those tWo markers and displays it in the 
pop-up WindoW. 

FIG. 6 is a How chart illustrating in more detail the 
preferred embodiment of a method that alloWs the same 
information source to be shared independently of its invo 
cation method in accordance With the present invention. 
First, the invention obtains the name of the information 
source for the current dialog, via step 602. The information 
source for the example above is the ?le 502 displayed in 
FIG. 5. The name of the start marker associated With the 
control is also obtained, via step 604. For the pop-up help for 
the neW database name ?eld 202, the start marker name is 
“STCRDBiNAMEiCTL”. The information source 502 is 
then read to ?nd the start marker, via step 606. Once found, 
the invention collects the help information after the start 
marker until the end marker is reached, via steps 608 and 
610. For the pop-up help for the neW database name ?eld 
202, the help information chunk collected Would be the 
information betWeen the markers <A NAME=“STCRDBi 
NAMEiCTL”></A> and <A NAME=“STCRDBi 
NAMEiMORE”></A>. Then, the collected help informa 
tion is displayed, via step 612, as illustrate in FIG. 4. 
When the Help button 206 is pressed in the dialog 204 to 

invoke the traditional online help WindoW 402, the Whole 
information source 502 is displayed. Therefore, in this 
example, With a method and system in accordance With the 
present invention, the help author only has to Write and 
update the information in one source that can be used in both 
pop-up help and traditional online help. 
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One can think of this secondary structure as a “transpar 
ency” overlaid on top of the full information source, and this 
transparency “highlights” the information content to be used 
Within a particular integrated user assistance mechanism. 
Multiple layers of transparencies may be used for multiple 
user assistance mechanisms, for eXample to “highlight” 
information that is not a simple linear subsection. These 
multiple layers alloW the mechanism to recursively highlight 
a section Within a section. A method and system in accor 
dance With the present invention goes through the informa 
tion source, and using the secondary structure, determines 
Which information is “highlighted”,for a particular inte 
grated user assistance mechanism, and provides the indi 
cated information to the mechanism to be displayed. 

Although the present invention is described in the conteXt 
of an information source in the HTML format, one of 
ordinary skill in the art Will understand that other markup 
languages may be used Without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. For example, Well knoWn 
XML and SGML formats may also be used. Further, markers 
other than anchor tags may be used. 

Although the present invention has been described in 
accordance With the embodiments shoWn, one of ordinary 
skill in the art Will readily recogniZe that there could be 
variations to the embodiments and those variations Would be 
Within the spirit and scope of the present invention. 
Accordingly, many modi?cations may be made by one of 
ordinary skill in the art Without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for providing help information, comprising 

the steps of: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 
mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) collecting help information from a single integrated 
information source, the information source comprising 
a structure indicating that a ?rst portion of the infor 
mation source is to be displayed if the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism is invoked and that a second 
portion of the information source is to be displayed if 
the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is a subset of the second 
portion; and 

(c) displaying the ?rst portion of the information source if 
the ?rst user assistance mechanism is invoked and 
displaying the second portion of the information source 
if the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst 
displaying the second portion, and Wherein the second 
portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst 
portion. 

2. The method of claim 1, Wherein the ?rst or second user 
assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
inline teXt 

hover help 
pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional online help. 
3. The method of claim 1, Wherein the information source 

is in a markup language format. 
4. The method of claim 1, Wherein the collecting step (b) 

comprises: 
(b1) ?nding a start marker associated With the invoked 

user assistance mechanism in the information source; 
and 
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6 
(b2) collecting the help information until an end marker is 

reached. 
5. The method of claim 4, Wherein prior to the ?nding step 

(b1) comprises: 
(b1i) obtaining a name of the information source for a 

current dialog; and 
(blii) obtaining a name of the start marker. 
6. A computer readable medium With program instruc 

tions for providing help information, the instructions for: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 

mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) collecting help information from a single integrated 
information source, the information source comprising 
a structure indicating that a ?rst portion of the infor 
mation source is to be displayed if the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism is invoked and that a second 
portion of the information source is to be displayed if 
the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is a subset of the second 
portion; and 

(c) displaying the ?rst portion of the information source if 
the ?rst user assistance mechanism is invoked and 
displaying the second portion of the information source 
if the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst 
displaying the second portion, and Wherein the second 
portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst 
portion. 

7. The medium of claim 6, Wherein the ?rst or second user 
assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
inline teXt 

hover help 
pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional online help. 
8. The medium of claim 6, Wherein the information source 

is in a markup language format. 
9. The medium of claim 6, Wherein the collecting instruc 

tion (b) comprises instructions for: 
(b1) ?nding a start marker associated With the invoked 

user assistance mechanism in the information source; 
and 

(b2) collecting the help information until an end marker is 
reached. 

10. The medium of claim 9, Wherein prior to the ?nding 
instruction (b1) comprises instructions for: 

(b1i) obtaining a name of the information source for a 
current dialog; and 

(blii) obtaining a name of the start marker. 
11. A method for providing help information, comprising 

the steps of: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 

mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) obtaining a name of a single integrated information 
source for a current dialog; 

(c) obtaining a name of a start marker associated With the 
invoked user assistance mechanism; 

(d) ?nding the start marker in the information source; 
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(e) collecting help information until an end marker is 
reached, Wherein the collected help information com 
prises a ?rst portion of the information source if the 
invoked user assistance mechanism is the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism, Wherein the collected help 
information comprises a second portion of the infor 
mation source if the invoked user assistance mecha 
nism is the second user assistance mechanism, Wherein 
the ?rst portion is a subset of the second portion; and 

(f) displaying the collected help information, Wherein the 
?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the 
second portion, and Wherein the second portion is 
displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst portion. 

12. The method of claim 11, Wherein the ?rst or second 
user assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
inline teXt 

hover help 
pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional onlined help. 
13. The method of claim 11, Wherein the information 

source is in a markup language format. 
14. A computer readable medium With program instruc 

tions for providing help information, the instructions for: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 
mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) obtaining a name of a single integrated information 
source for a current dialog; 

(c) obtaining a name of a start marker associated With the 
invoked user assistance mechanism; 

(d) ?nding the start marker in the information source; 
(e) collecting help information until an end marker is 

reached, Wherein the collected help information com 
prises a ?rst portion of the information source if the 
invoked user assistance mechanism is the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism, Wherein the collected help 
information comprises a second portion of the infor 
mation source if the invoked user assistance mecha 
nism is the second user assistance mechanism, Wherein 
the ?rst portion is a subset of the second portion; and 

(f) displaying the collected help information, Wherein the 
?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the 
second portion, and Wherein the second portion is 
displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst portion. 

15. The medium of claim 14, Wherein the ?rst or second 
user assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
inline teXt 

hover help 
pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional online help. 
16. The medium of claim 14, Wherein the information 

source is in a markup language format. 
17. A memory structure containing program instructions 

for providing help information, the instructions for: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 
mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) collecting help information from a single integrated 
information source, the information source comprising 
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a structure indicating that a ?rst portion of the infor 
mation source is to be displayed if the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism is invoked and that a second 
portion of the information source is to be displayed if 
the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is a subset of the second 
portion; and 

(c) displaying the ?rst portion of the information source if 
the ?rst user assistance mechanism is invoked and 
displaying the second portion of the information source 
if the second user assistance mechanism is invoked, 
Wherein the ?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst 
displaying the second portion, and Wherein the second 
portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst 
portion. 

18. The structure of claim 17, Wherein the ?rst or second 
user assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
inline teXt 

hover help 
pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional help. 
19. The structure of claim 17, Wherein the information 

source is in a markup language format. 
20. The structure of claim 17, Wherein the collecting 

instruction (b) comprises instructions for: 
(b1) ?nding a start marker associated With the invoked 

user assistance mechanism in the information source; 
and 

(b2) collecting the help information until an end marker is 
reached. 

21. The structure of claim 20, Wherein prior to the ?nding 
instruction (b1) comprises instructions for: 

(b1i) obtaining a name of the information source for a 
current dialog; and 

(b1ii) obtaining a name of the start marker. 
22. A memory structure containing program instructions 

for providing help information, the instructions for: 
(a) receiving an invocation of a ?rst user assistance 

mechanism or a second user assistance mechanism, 
Wherein the ?rst user assistance mechanism is a differ 
ent type of mechanism than the second user assistance 
mechanism; 

(b) obtaining a name of a single integrated information 
source for a current dialog; 

(c) obtain a name of a start marker associated With the 
invoked user assistance mechanism; 

(d) ?nding the start marker in the information source; 
(e) collecting help information until an end marker is 

reached, Wherein the collected help information com 
prises a ?rst portion of the information source if the 
invoked user assistance mechanism is the ?rst user 
assistance mechanism, Wherein the collected help 
information comprises a second portion of the infor 
mation source if the invoked user assistance mecha 
nism is the second user assistance mechanism, Wherein 
the ?rst portion is a subset of the second portion; and 

(f) displaying the collected help information, Wherein the 
?rst portion is displayed Without ?rst displaying the 
second portion, and Wherein the second portion is 
displayed Without ?rst displaying the ?rst portion. 

23. The structure of claim 22, Wherein the ?rst or second 
user assistance mechanism comprises at least one of: 

WiZards; 
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inline text 24. The structure of claim 22, wherein the information 
hover help source is in a markup language format. 

pop-up WindoW; and 
traditional online help. * * * * * 
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